
A Citizen’s Guide to   
Vapor Intrusion Mitigation

What Is Vapor Intrusion Mitigation?
Vapor intrusion is the movement of chemical vapors from 
contaminated soil and groundwater into nearby buildings. 
Vapors primarily enter through openings in the building 
foundation or basement walls ─ such as cracks in the 
concrete slab, gaps around utility lines, and sumps.  It also 
is possible for vapors to pass through concrete, which is 
naturally porous. Once inside the home or workplace, vapors 
may be inhaled posing immediate or long-term health risks 
for the occupants. In rare cases, the buildup of vapors, such 
as those from gasoline, may cause explosive conditions. 
Risks will depend on the types of chemical vapors and their 
concentrations, how much time people spend in the building, 
and the building’s ventilation. Vapor concentrations will be 
higher indoors when windows and doors remain closed.

Mitigation methods, which lessen the effects of vapor 
intrusion, may be needed until contaminated soil or 
groundwater is cleaned up. Mitigation methods are available 
for both existing buildings and those planned for construction 
near the contaminated area. 

How Does It Work?
Vapor intrusion mitigation methods are classified as either 
“passive” or “active.” Passive methods prevent the entry 
of chemical vapors into the building, while active methods 
change the pressure difference between the sub-slab 
and the inside of the building to keep vapors out. Passive 
mitigation methods tend to be cheaper, while active methods 
tend to be more effective. Examples of each include:

Passive Vapor Intrusion Mitigation Methods:

•	 Sealing	openings involves filling in cracks in the floor slab 
and gaps around pipes and utility lines found in basement 
walls. Concrete can be poured over unfinished dirt floors.

• Installing vapor	 barriers involves placing sheets of 
“geomembrane” or strong plastic beneath a building to 
prevent vapor entry. Vapor barriers are best installed 
during building construction, but can be installed in existing 
buildings that have crawl spaces.

•	 Passive	venting involves installing a venting layer beneath 
a building. Wind or the build-up of vapors causes vapors 
to move through the venting layer toward the sides of the 
building where it is vented outdoors. A venting layer can 
be installed prior to building construction as well as within 
existing buildings. It is usually used with a vapor barrier.

Active Vapor Intrustion Mitigation Methods:

•	 Sub-slab	depressurization	involves connecting a blower 
(an electric fan) to a small suction pit dug into the slab in 
order to vent vapors outdoors. (Most common method.)

•	 Building	 over-pressurization involves adjusting the 
building’s heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning system 
to increase the pressure indoors relative to the sub-slab 
area. This method is typically used for office buildings and 
other large structures.

How Long Will It Take?
Mitigation will be needed to prevent vapor migration into 
buildings as long as vapor intrusion poses a health risk to 
occupants. This may be several years, or even decades, 
until cleanup of soil and groundwater is complete. 

Vapors Rise 
Through Soil

Contaminated
Groundwater

Vapor intrusion into a home.



www.cluin.org/products/citguide
www.epa.gov/oswer/vaporintrusion/

